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an eighteenth century
vignette of
Buenos Aires
MANUEL MUJIC~

LAiNEz

Magdalena, 1797
Translated by John G. Copeland
In the fine early-morning April air, the funeral pomp of the fifth
Viceroy of the Rio de la Plata winds through the Plaza Mayor.
Magdalena has been peeking at it for some time through the halfopened blind, grasping the iron grate of her window. They are bringing
the deceased from his fonner residence in the Fort to display him
during the ceremonies of the Cathedral and of the convent of the
Capuchin nuns. They say that he is well embalmed, wearing the habit
of Santiago as a shroud, his sword at his waist. They also say that his
face has turned black.
Magdalena's heart beats wildly. From time to time she raises her
handkerchief to her lips. On other occasions, unable to control herself,
she abandons her hiding place and walks aimlessly around the enormous, gloomy room. Her dark gannents and mantilla disguise the
autumnal figure of a woman who has never been beautiful. But soon
she returns to the window and gently pushes open the frame. It's almost time. Within a few minutes, the procession will pass before, her
house.
Manuel Mujica Lafnezwas born in 1910 in Buenos Aires. In 1935 he
received the Gold Medallion of the Spanish Cultural Ins~itution,
and his work has been honored by the Buenos Aires Institution of
Numismatics and Antiquities and the Argentine Writers' Association.
His Vida de Aniceto el Gallo received the 1943 Municipal Prose
Award, and a novel, Los fdolos, received the "Alberto GerchunoffH
award for 1953-54. "Magdalena, 1797," is from a collection of
Lainez' stories entitled Misteriosa Bueno Aires, and appears here
. in English for the first time.
John G. Copeland is on the staff of the Department of Modern
Languages at Purdue while completing requirements for a Ph.D. in
Spanish from Indiana University. His Cuentos de Jorge Luis Borges
was recently released by the Monticello College Press.
..
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Magdalena wrings her hands. Will she have enough strength? Will
she be able to go out?
The phrases in Latin can be heard clearly now. The parade is led by
the dean, who is surrounded by the priests of the Cathedral and the
deacons. The ecclesiastical chapter follows, holding high the crosses
and banners of the brotherhoods. Some slaves have knelt beside Magdalena's window. Above their ft;lzzy skulls the maces of the Chapter
pass by. It will have to be now. Magdalena chokes down a cry, opens
the door and goes out.
Outside, the enormous Plaza, shimmering beneath the tepid sun, is
flooded with people. No one wanted to miss the ceremonies. The coffin
sways like a ship above the slow-moving procession. Now the members
of the Tribunal of Commerce and of the Royal Audiencia pass, with
the regent of the Superior Court. The Marques de Casa Hermosa, the
secretary of His Excellency and Commander de Forasteros pass. The
officials go, one by Que, to hold the ceremonial cloth which hangs from
the casket. The soldiers drag four old cannon. The Viceroy is going
toward his final place of rest in the Church of San Juan.
Magdalena joins the cortege, weeping desperately. In spite of the
inflexibility of etiquette, the nephew of His Excellency moves to one
side and gently touches her shoulder with his lace-concealed hand in
order to silence her excessive grief.
But Magdalena does not keep silent. Her moaning is mingled with
the liturgical Latin whose music adorns an illustrious name: "Excmo.
Domino Pedro Melo de Portugal et Villena, militaris ordinis Sancti
Jacobi . . ."
The Marques de Casa Hermosa turns his proud head slightly in the
direction of the person who is moaning so noticeably. And the viceregal secretary also looks her way, surprised. And the consuls of the
Royal Tribunal of Commerce. Those who are most surprised are Magdalena's four sisters, the four young sisters whose husbands have posts
in the city government.
"What can be wrong with Magdalena?"
"What can be wrong with her?"
"Why, she never leaves home-how do you suppose she got here?"
Neighbors comment a:bout it, muttering hypocritically amid the
sound of the long rosaries.
"Why do you suppose she's carrying on so?"
The weeping and show of grief disturb the four sisters. What can
the death of don Pedro matter to their elder sister, who has always been
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cloistered? What could have made her feel so close to such a great and
distant lord, to a lord whose orders were received by their husbands
.
with trembli~g, as if they came from the King himself?
The Marques de Casa Hermosa sighs and moves his head from side
to side. He smooths his white periwig and puts on his cape because the
breeze isbeginning to tum cool.
. ,
Now their footsteps echo in the Cathedral, overheard by the saints
and virgins. The rheumatic cannon are fired while, by torchlight, they
deposit don Pedro in the tomb which is guarded by ten soldiers. Each
one takes his place, zealously observing the rules of precedence. From
.the forward altar the glory of the psalms is heard. The dean begins to
recite the office.
Magdalena slips quietly in between the judges and consuls. She approaches the canopied chair, where the deacon of the,Audiencia feigns
profound meditation. No one dares to protest her attack upon the
hierarchies. The grief of this.woman is so terriblef
The dean, upon turning over 'his arms, which are outstretched like
wings for the first benediction, sees her and raises an eyebrow. The
Marques de Casa Hermosa coughs uneasily. But tqe nephew of the
Viceroy remains at the side of the distressed lady, patting her on the
back, calming her.
Only a few meters separate her from the tomb. Up above, his hands
crossed over his chest, rests don Pedro, with his trophies, with his
. . .
Inslgma.
"What is Magdalena thinking of?"
The four sisters are all aflame, like four torches. They sputter,
jealously.
"What can be wrong with her? Has she lost her mind? Or can there
possibly have been something, something very intimate, between her
and the Viceroy? But no, it's impossible. When could they havemett'
Don Pedro Melo de Portugal y Villena, of the house of the dukes
of Braganza, knight of the Order of Santiago, Lord of the Bed-chamber
in Spiritual Retreat, Equerry to the Queen, viceroy, governor and
captain-general of the Provinces of the;: RIo de la Plata, president of
the Royal Praetorian Audiencia of Buenos Aires, lies in eternal sleep
beneath the coat of arms which covers the ducal robe, the blazon with
~e towers and five escutcheons of the Portuguese royal family. Indifferent, his black face shines like ebony in the flickering light of the
torches. Magdalena, on her knees, trembles, responds to the "dominus
vobiscum."
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The neighbor ladies elbow one another:
"How scandalousl There is no longer even modesty in the world ...
And how discreetly she carried if onl"
But, simultaneously, something stronger, more subtle than their
scornful irritation, an indefinable respect toward her who was so close
to their master, filters intd the souls of all men and women present.
The procession winds toward the convent of the Capuchin nuns of
Santa Clara, of which His Excellency was protector. Magdalena is
almost unable to stay on her feet. The nephew of don Pedro gives her
support and the Marques de Casa Hermosa, in ill humor, murmurs
trivial words of consolation to her. The four young sisters don't dare
look at one another.
How cunning she wasl How she must have laughed to herself when,
with a thousand bitter allusions, they made her feel their superiority
as fertile, married women: contrasting themselves to this female who
was dried up,-roo dried up, old at forty years, without life, without
anything, who had never left the paternal mansion on the Plaza Mayorl
Do you suppose the Viceroy went there? Or did she go to the Fort?
Where do you suppose they met?
"What shall we do?" whispers one of the.sisters.
And now the corpse has been lowered into the grave which had been
opened beside the iron grate ofj the nuns' choir. Resembling a sumptuous doll, don Pedro disappeafed. He was too proud to listen to the
buzzing of the wasps hovering about his grotesque splendor.
The assembled crowd takes leave. The regent of the Audlencia, upon
passing before Magdalena, whom he does not know, bows to her
gravely, without knowing why. The four sisters surround her, overwhelmed, their pride broken. Their husbands, too, draw near and bow
in their rigid coats, peeking furtively all around as they do so.
They return to the large, empty house. No one says a word. Amid the
insipid beauty of the others, the maturity of Magdalena stands out
with scorching brilliance. It seems to them that they have not observed
her well until today: that only today have they come to know her. And
in some recess, in the most secret recess of their souls, the sisters and
their husbands fear her and admire her. It is as if an artist's brush had
varnished that lustreless, cracked canvas, rejuvenating her eternally.
Of course, none of them will speak of these things. It is not necessary to speak of these things.
.
Magdalena crosses the threshold of her house, erect, triumphant.
Now she will never leave it. To the end of her days, she will live locked
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within, like a fascinating idol, like a rare, precious, almost legendary
object; she will live in these gloomy rooms: these rooms which she
abandoned for the last time in order to follow the funeral procession
of a Viceroy whom she had never seen.

THE AUTHORITIES
The father's hands squeezed milk from unobjecting
Cows who patiently bore their names of Nell
And Daisy Snow while squirting theology.
"They think,'.' he said. "As sure as I'm alive
They think." And with his thirty-seventh year,
Decades be(ore his ultimate timely death,
He finally divined their thoughts. "As sure as heaven,"
He shouted to everyone, "they favor Law."
And Law it was. Maintaining extraordinary fettle
For all his days, he championed a single valid
Theme: Law, particularly its letter.
The son whose dog was named Urbino, rejecting
Milk, wrote monographs on Raphael
Whose figures Bowed. His theme was Harmony.
The Virgin in the Meadow, 1505;
Made his fame, b'ut he did l)ot stop here.
,
Knowing he breathed in unison with Raphael's breath
Which, incidentally, ceased at thirty-seven,
He warred against the evils which he saw
In life, ranging from watch bands made of metal
To the repulsive gaumy mess of a gelatin salad.
But who is to say his father's way was better?
-HOLLIS SUMMERS
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